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Indigenous Knowledge and Visual Philosophy.

This paper presents Indigenous Australian knowledge as a visual philosophy
founded in a relational patterning ontology that is enmeshed at all levels within
the mutual, living knowledge of the world. Visual design methodologies related to
Indigenous Philosophy are then applied as an explanative visual ‘text’ that examines
the nature of the appearances of things to visual perception. Then the visual
artefacts of Aboriginal Australia are positioned as the philosophic texts of these
many diverse and individuated yet related cultures. Visual Philosophy is then applied
to contemporary understandings of design and human perception as a basis for
further possibilities.

Norm Sheehan
University of Queensland
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Visual Philosophy
Dr. Norman Sheehan Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Studies Unit
University of Queensland
Leibowitz (1965) asserted that attempts framed within normative scientific
methodology to define visual perception would merely result in further
elaboration of the problem and more reasons for the failure of these
approaches. His simple working definition of visual perception as a visual
awareness of the environment becomes philosophically significant when we
investigate Western Philosophical traditions which are characterized by the
dismissal of the visual from philosophy.
Poverty of the stimulus assumptions and the rational imperfection of the
appearances of things are presented throughout Western Philosophy (WP) as
a basis for the categorisation of the visual as being too enmeshed within
enchantment to be central to valid, useful and true understanding concerning
the world. This categorisation of the visual aligns theory concerning objects
with human creativity and human appreciation of the beauty of forms.
Aesthetic categorisation places design as a human origin in knowledge that
essentially objectifies certain philosophically unsound and rationally
inexpressible feelings, moods and ideas which are linked to certain degrees of
worthiness; such worthiness being evident in the levels and duration of
engagement and appreciation that viewers of these objects feel and/or
express.
The relegation of the visual to the margins of philosophy in the normative
traditions of WP is valid and true to nature of this philosophy because the
Permedian Knot (the tying together of truth, being and the word) centres
conceptions of knowledge as a possession only of the human mind guided by
certain rules of thinking. Truth then is a removal from the world into the
abstract discourse of human thought expressed through a text. The visual
cannot be true in this tradition because many things may be and are said
about the appearances of these things, and, these interpretative sayings are
entirely subjective and relational to the context in origin of the object and the
perspective of each viewer (Sini 1992).
The visual artefact cannot be read as if it is a text. Rather than being a record
of thought expressing some idea concerning the world a visual artefact is
primarily an action of change enacted in some part of the world. The artefact
is brought into being by manipulating some material into a form that
corresponds in some way with/to the thoughts of the artefact maker. This
affords the definition of a visual artefact as an external cognition enacted
within a material, social, cultural and personal expressive field. The artefact
indexes by abduction to all these dimensions of its coming into being and,
thus, is explanative of the cognitions of individuals and entire cultures (Gell
1998: Abbs 1994).
The agency of visual images is a secondary agency which draws relations in
because artefacts capture our attention and command that we say things

about them in our coming to understand them. Herein lies a strange paradox
of WP; the thoughts of human minds become the ‘true’ objects of philosophy
while the actual objects of human minds become mere objects of expression.
The word games of WP subject their mental ‘objects’ to continual discursive
manipulation, rearrangement and reformation in much the same manner as
the actual artefacts of human minds are discussed. However, artefacts are
deemed as the mere subjective appearances of things. This paradox conveys
the culture of mental internalisation that has blinded WP for many
generations. This blindness is most evident in the paucity of environmental
awareness that WP has exhibited until recent times.
The Appearances as Patterns in/of Resonance
Stewart (1998) describes informational positioning and symmetry breaking as
physical processes that afford a structural pathway for many forms of
generative patterns in the growth and decay of organisms and matter. In this
way the appearances of things in the world index directly to various patterns
that originate from species of harmonic resonance.
The simplest resonating system generates an amazing number of unique and
different patterns, for example, a vibrating steel plate presents numerous
patterns of standing waves. Chlandni (1787 in Lehar 2003) developed a
technique where a square steel plate was clamped in the middle and vibrated
with a violin bow at certain points in the edge. Sand sprinkled on this plate
dances about randomly due to the vibrations except at the nodes of vibration
where the sand accumulates thereby revealing the spatial patterns of vibration
nodes related to a particular pitch in the resonance of the plate.

Every physical object exhibits a harmonic response to vibration, if we hold a
dry stick and strike it at different points certain harmonic tones will be
produced at different points of impact. Each of the patterns represented in the
image above corresponds to a temporal frequency which is produced by
activating the steel plate at certain points at the edge and dampening it at
various points between the edge and the centre clamp. The more complex
patterns are produced by the higher pitched notes which require dampening
closer to the central clamp and more vigorous activation at the edge. The
standing wave patterns produced in this process are relational patterns each
with a specific border symmetry that is related to the frequency of resonance
(Lehar 2003 p. 428).
Standing-wave patterns are also integral to biological growth through specific
rhythmic patterns of morphogenesis which determine the growth,
physiological structures, physical form, rhythms of movement and markings all
animals and plants. These resonance patterns are also described as integral
in the crystallization structuring of matter from minerals to snowflakes. The
formations of these living and ‘inert’ substances through resonance patterns
also occur at the molecular and sub-molecular levels which reveal a certain
resonate rhythm in the interactive movement of forms which is most evident in
erosion, fluid dynamics and other geomorphic and dynamic phenomena.
These kinetic phenomena have very similar visual appearances that are scale
independent, for example, the flow of oil on water in a cup corresponds
visually to the flow of gasses in a nebula (Stewart 1999; Bohm 1980; Peat
1994; Johnson 2001; Mandlebrot 1987; Lehar 2003).
Murray (in Lehar 2003 p. 429) demonstrates that the biochemical physiology,
physical form and visual appearance of living things are directly correlated to
the physical vibration of standing-waves in harmonic resonance theory. The
bilateral symmetry of living bodies replicated in sheets of metal produce
standing-wave patterns with different activation schemas which replicate
zebra stripes and leopard spots.

Nature provides and employs emergent biological patterns which are of a kin
to standing-waves, this offers evidence that various schemas of harmonic
resonance serve as an implicate order of informational positioning and spatial
organization at all levels of natural systems. This harmonic resonance also
exhibits the same holistic properties as the Gestalt principles which have been
identified as prominent in human visual perception and behavior (Tyler 1996;
Stewart 1999; Bohm 1980; Peat 1994; Johnson 2001; Lehar 2003).
The visual appearance of an animal may be seen to be the product of a
particular species of resonance because every facet of its embodiment is a
product of highly specific biological informational positioning rhythms. The
form of the animal and all of its traits and behavior emerge from these
biological patterns which are enmeshed within the whole movement of
biological patterns. Thus, the body of an animal may be seen in WP as a
particular object/form/appearance which has little knowledge, meaning or truth
while the deeper understanding Indigenous Visual Philosophy “sees” this form
as originating from resonances which hold great knowledge, meaning and
truth. In this way Indigenous Philosophy recognizes the knowledge existent
within all aspects of natural systems and posits itself as primarily a visual
philosophy (Sheehan 2003).
Resonance Theory and Visual Perception
Resonances are observable at every scale within the human nervous system.
The cells of the human heart continue to pulse at their own rhythm even when
separated from the rest of the muscle tissue. Once these human heart cells
are reconnected to other cells they immediately adjust their pulse and
synchronize to define a single coupled oscillator. This organizational function
and behavior of unstructured neural units which give rise to structured
architectures suggests a level of computational organization below that of the
dominant neural network circuitry models of normative cognitive science
(Lehar 2003).
Lehar (2003) proposes that the massive resonance of the human brain is just
what it seems to be and that the brain operates through maintaining this
resonant state. He presents a simple resonance pattern model of visual
perception which exhibits a greater range of flexible and more responsive
schemas for understanding perceptual organization and cognition that the
most sophisticated neural network model. Resonance patterns are pervasive
in natural systems and afford a deeper understanding of human visual
perception, the appearance of an image in view, and every facet of the whole
of the world. In this view there is a seamless correspondence between the
appearances and the resonant patterning which is our faculty for
apprehending these ‘objects’ in view (Lehar 2003; Sheehan 2003; Stewart
1999).
It has been shown that all kinds of symmetry arrangements can be formed
using simple asymmetrically inscribed relational tiles and that these planar
patterns effectively model many aspects of visual perception through simple

routines of resonant patterning which are related to Lehar’s (2003) Harmonic
Resonance Theory of visual perception (Sheehan 2003). The visual
appearance of the animal is therefore much more than simply the way it
‘seems’ to vision. Appearances speak in Indigenous Visual Philosophy of the
origin in being of this animal as a specific [pattern] in [resonance] with and
within the whole of natural systems. Thus the appearance of the animal is a
resonant formation of one aspect of natural system knowledge which speaks
and is-listened-to naturally through the directly correspondent [resonance]
which is the means of it’s perception within the human mind (Gardner 1977,
1989; Sheehan 1997, 2000, 2003; Stewart 1998; Lehar 2003).
The resonant order of visual appearances corresponds across natural
systems and this resonant order is most apparent in patterns of relation. The
Necker Cube illusion achieved through the arrangement of these triangle tiles
below expresses this conception of arrangement as a form of knowledge
concerning visual perception and the visual object.

This routine of segment organisation is specifically amenable to the
description of constructed space or form. This effect is so pronounced that
when this routine is applied at a greater scale it over areas of segments
arranged to a different routine it produces arrangement patterns with the
volume of cubes.

The apprehension of things in the world as relational patterns of resonant
origin is the domain of Indigenous Visual Philosophy (IVP). The pattern
apparent to observation on the skin of an animal is a product of a specific
harmonic resonance in biological structuring; as is the form of this animal’s
body and all other aspects of its appearance and behavior. The animal may
therefore be seen as a particular formation-in-resonance which speaks of a
certain [pattern] of [relation] with and within other natural systems. Resonance
may therefore be seen as a particular knowledge [pattern] generator which
lies deeper than appearances at all levels of the living whole.
Indigenous Visual Philosophy
Patterns in resonance influence every aspect of the animal from the
positioning intelligence of its growth to the rhythms and oscillations of bodily
movements it makes as it lives and moves about. All these movements in
growth, structure and mobility are formations in symmetry. Patterns in
resonance also afford the neuronal, cognitive and behavioral frameworks of
the animal, and thus, it’s interaction within the whole of systems. In this way
an animal is “seen” in IVP as a specific formation of knowledge existing in the
world. So too the human visual perception of the appearances of this animal,
its movements and the tracks it leaves behind are resonant patterns which
cognitively and perceptually correspond to these appearances (Sheehan
2003; Lehar 2003; Stewart 1999).
These [pattern]s and their origins in [resonance] are enmeshed and implicate
at all levels of the everything that is held in being at deeper levels underlying
and supporting existence where [resonance]s dance in a mutual ordering from
an implicate individuation and diversity (Bohm 1987; Cajete 2000; Sheehan
2003).
The relational patterning model of perceptual organisation with the world is
enmeshed in a philosophy which acknowledges that all beings-in-the-world
are patterns in relation through and to resonance, thus, knowledge exists and
is distributed equally within and between all levels of being. In this relational
philosophy actions are information at all levels, thus the visual faculty and the
design attributes of humans predominate as ontological statements of truth;
for the action of design is an act of change which in this Indigenous Visual
Philosophical understanding is a resonance which corresponds to those
resonances which afford being in every context.
In the action of visual design within the many Indigenous visual traditions
there is a generative enmeshment which relates through patterns to the world
of Country, structures specific and related cognitive routines into our being,
and, defines [pattern]s of [relation] to the origins in [resonance]. These actions
convey the immense responsibility to act in the proper-way through [pattern]s
of [relation] as the foundation and holding-together of humans and their

knowledge with the knowledge of the world (Le Brun Holmes 1992; Cajete
2000; Sheehan 2003).
This deeper enmeshment of human knowledge with the knowledge of natural
systems can be expressed by the relatively simple design below. This design
demonstrates the necessity of individuation and diversity to keep knowledge
alive in natural systems. The different patterns and textures of the top and
bottom textures cause the central line to oscillate in an undulating rhythm. In
IVP terms the design instigates one correspondence within our visual system
causing living movement. In this way this design is a philosophical statement
that has moral, ethical, ontological and epistemological dimensions that can
be revealed with each observation-learning revisitation cycle.

The painting below expands upon the visual philosophy theme of this paper, it
was referred to by its painter as a ‘book’ outlining the philosophical
understanding of the painters Country (Yirawala in Le Brun Holmes 1992).
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